A Shared Meal

Jeff Stewart
A spark of holiness
When I first read the last sentence of Walter Benjamin's Theses on the Philosophy of History, 'For every second of time was the strait gate through which the Messiah might enter ' (1969, p. 264) , a 'spark of holiness ' (Scholem, 1974, pp. 347-8) enlivened my day, and this disrupting illumination still persists. Under the sway of this moment, the everyday, the hearth, the home and the dinner table, is caressed into place by a time no longer proportioned by history, rather it is opened to a loving disorientation, 'moving the walls of our dwelling' (Irigaray, 2008, p. 92) , making possible a becoming of thinking, writing and performance: a breathtaking moment embracing not only the simplest of memories, but the forgetting and recalling of the devastation of the world. Here in the moment of a pause, a full joyous season is gifted, making for a delightful lapse in the ontological order where everyday moments become alive with wonder. Fecund moments filled full by now-time, Jetztzeit (Benjamin, 1969, p. 261) , not the homogenous, empty time of expectation, but ready moments in the present, a decisive 'now' unfolding not as chronos, the linear time of history, but kairos, a time of decisive, living ripeness. Such moments introduce a sacred revelatory disruption to the world order, stilling a brutal political and economic historicity in a world where 'even the dead [are not] safe from an enemy [that] has not ceased to be victorious' (Benjamin, 1969, p. 255) . From such a threshold the possibility of making, of letting a work be, opens upon a shining expanse. However, to begin to write within this moment's sway, to attempt to say the everyday by which I am truly affected, is fraught with the possibility of lapsing into old patterns lacking in care, forgetting the etiquette of welcome.
This now-time of Benjaminian shifts in the everyday may be described as an intimacy prior to everything. But these moments are not the return of any particular Messiah, the Parousia or end time of Abrahamic religions; rather these are moments of an open and fecund grace, so ripe that truth is charged to bursting with time (Benjamin, 1999, p. 463 ), a time which does 'not found, but fulfils' (Agamben, 2005, p. 124) . A continually renewing, radically other order is being established to that relentless brutality that ever speaks its own devastation. Neither Benjamin nor this writing are concerned with the Messiah as a historically determined religious figure, but with the possibility that each moment within the everyday may be lit by the spark of wonder, and recognising that each generation is endowed with its own 'messianic force', like every generation that precedes it, and that this 'messianic referentiality is the structure of the possible and of the historical time in which we live' (Hamacher, 2001, p. 168) . __________
Hospitality
In Existence and Existents, Emmanuel Levinas writes that food has a complete correspondence to desire and its satisfaction, that it makes possible the full realisation of its sincere intention, where at any moment everything may be consummated. Eating is 'peaceful and simple' (Levinas, 1988, p. 43) , a situation characteristic of the whole of our being in the world, where '[w]e breathe for the sake of breathing, eat and drink for the sake of eating and drinking … study to satisfy our curiosity' (Levinas, 1988, p. 144) , all of which is not for the sake of living, but is living itself. For Levinas, life, like the meal, is sincerity -and when this sincerity is brought into question by privation, hardship, brutality or the necessity of hard labour, everything is turned upside down, and is in need of renewal. A renewal that may be discerned in the simplicity of the dinner table where bodily life and community is rejuvenated through a common meal. When we share and partake of a meal in this way it is in consideration of each other, the food itself and the world from which it originates, a consideration that turns to the gift of its very givenness. Thus we pause in our relations, and are attentive; we pause to give thanks, not as confirmation of our dominion over the earth, but of our place with-in it. This sharing at table, for the individual and the community that is gathered, constitutes the simple humility of a freedom, but a freedom which, for Franz Rosenzweig, is 'not experienced by a community of listeners' in a synagogue, church, performance space or lecture theatre, because there, he suggests, we are 'gathered by virtue of a collective discipline'. For him, a shared meal constitutes 'a form of sociability superior to the audience, namely conviviality' (Mosès, 1992, p. 192) . In the sincerity of our being together, we partake of a simple and humble tradition, that of living in the world, from the world, in welcome. Behind every divine meal, each festival, Eucharist, or celebration, rests just such a common meal, and behind each shared meal, the divine. Every meal may be simply nourishment, but, as Levinas suggests, '[t] he bare facts of life are never bare ' (1969, p. 111) . Nourishment at the very least is enjoyment, enjoyment where there is an 'overflowing of meaning [that] can be
